Early in 1909, the Gala Subcommittee of the East London Town Council issued a notice to the effect that any aeroplane or flying machine demonstration would be welcome at East London during the forthcoming Gala Season. Messrs Howard, Farrar and Robinson then offered to import one of the most modern powerdriven aircraft and an 'expert aviator' from France for the purpose. The 'expert aviator' turned out to be Monsieur Albert Kimmerling, who did not even have a pilot's licence! The machine arrived in East London on 18th December, 1909 with its mechanic, J. Moller and was immediately assembled? He was replaced in March, 1910 by Horace Barnes of East London. Horace Barnes himself deserves special mention, for he went on to fly the Voisin on the many occasions when Kimmerling was "unwell", having imbibed too freely! Oh! the penalties of being feted as a celebrity. Thus Horace Barnes became the first South African to fly an aeroplane in South Africa. His daughter, Mollye Wilson is with us here today. I am indebted to her for a great deal of information and several newspaper cuttings about her famous father.
Details of this historic aircraft were as follows:
Engine: 7-cylinder Gnome Rotary of 50 h.p. driving a two-bladed aluminium propeller Weight: 1250 Ibs without pilot Flight History: Logged roughly 80 flights of which some were only very short 'hops'. During these flights, 5 major and 25 minor crashes were suffered. Configuration:
Pusher-type biplane which had two main wheels, a nose-wheel for landing and twin tailwheels for taxying. Longest Flight: Between 10 and 20 miles at a height of 300 -500 feet.
(The above taken from notes by M.I.Ries,4 Kimmeling's Manager)
The greatest chapter of aviation history was written during the Great War of [1914] [1915] [1916] [1917] [1918] . In this period, many of the makers of aviation history in the following two decades made their debut. The development rate of new aircraft was rapid.
Hans Immelman, brought up in Uitenhage, Eastern province, joined the German Luftwaffe. Regarded as one of their greatest air aces, he was shot down in June, 1916 Overtaken by a snowstorm over the Stormsberg in July, 1931, they forcedlanded. Thrown out of the aircraft, Halse injured his leg. Uninjured, Frankel set out to find help. After walking through blinding snow for about 2 hours, he found the farm "Lemoenkloof". Halse was rescued about five hours after the crash and taken to the farm where they remained snow-bound from Sunday to Wednesday afternoon. They were then taken to nearby Dordrecht. 9 Another drama of that period took place at East London's Woodbrook aerodrome.
An aircraft destined for the Aliwal North Roman Catholic Mission was assembled during the morning of 6th June, 1934. Apparently without adequate test flight or inspection, the pilot, one Marti, took off the same afternoon for Aliwal North. The aircraft crashed immediately after take-off. The pilot and the two passengers were killed.
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The involvement of Port Alfred in the early days of aviation included the making of a landing field in 1931 by Bob Finn. Finn removed some ant heaps and a few thorn bushes on the site of the present airfield. This was to allow Major Miller to carry out landing and take-off tests for the certification of his 6-seater Fokker for use by Union Airways.
Two local men, Gerard Stocks and Leo Strauch provided fuel and also smoke generators as wind direction indicators. This site became an emergency landing ground for South African Airways during the 1930s and was used during take-off tests for their Junkers JU.52s in 1936. Later it was developed as 43 Air School for wartime training, using Ansons, Oxfords and Fairey Battles.
Interest in flying as a sport was growing apace. Flying clubs sprang up at East London, Port Elizabeth and, later at Grahamstown. Private owners of aircraft started to expand their flying horizons and flying became a popular sport. The Port Elizabeth Light Aeroplane Club was formed on 8th January 1928 and operated until October, 1931. This club was re-established in June, 1936 as the Port Elizabeth Aero Club. The visit of Sir Alan Cobham's Flying Circus to the area early in 1933 further stimulated interest in aviation. I well remember the Flying Circus visiting Grahamstown on Monday, 6th February, 1933. 11 Places of business closed at 3 p.m. to allow their staff to see the show. A three-engined (Bristol "Jupiter" 420 hp (315 Kw)) Imperial Airways "Hercules" airliner gave flips. Now on its second visit (the first being on 26th May, 1932 to Port Elizabeth), this 14-passenger aircraft was the largest to have visited the Eastern province at this time. The Ceivra Autogyro (a forerunner of today's helicopters) which also flew in Cobham's circus was making the first appearance in South Africa of a rotarywinged aircraft. As it had no power driving the rotor, the pilot had to taxi at high speed until the rotor spun fast enough; a rather time-consuming procedure. This show was also notable for the test of a locally designed and manufactured parachute.
This project was carried out by a schoolmaster from St Andrews, Mr Milner, and a Miss Alison Pierson. Unfortunately, the cords tore away on opening and the 50 pound 'dummy' plunged to earth! Mr Reg Westaway, a Grahamstown garage owner, was a great aviation enthusiast.
He bought a DH Puss Moth which was hangared in a small shed against the Golf Course fence of the airfield. His first pilot was the Victor Smith of London -Cape Town flight fame. After the crash of this aircraft, Westaway bought a Hornet Moth, a very luxurious machine with wings which folded back for storage.
His next pilot was Pidsley. Sadly, he was killed in this aircraft in a crash in the Somerset East mountains in 1937.
Grahamstown Flying Club was formed in 1937. This company provided the necessary aircraft and support for the Grahamstown operation.
The instructors included Helen de Waal (nee Harrison), Jack Dalrymple and John Meiring.
The two latter instructors gave their lives during World War II while serving in the South African Air Force (SAAF).
Helen de Waal possessed a suprisingly vivid and sometimes quite appropriate vocabulary which was a source of envy among her pupils! She was my first flying instructor 55 years ago.
In those days, the hangar was situated on the western boundary of the airfield which was much smaller than it is now. Care of the Ryan ST and Aeronca aircraft in use was in the capable hands of "Mac" McGee, later a senior engineer officer on Sunderland flying boats of the SAAF.
With the outbreak of World War II in September, 1939, the aviation scene in the Eastern Cape changed radically.
Flying schools and private flying was stopped by the end of March, 1940. In search of suitable training areas away from the theatre of war, the Royal Air Force (RAF) started the Empire Training Scheme. Survey parties visited the main Commonwealth countries, including South Africa during early 1941. Airfields in the coastal area were selected for nine navigation, bomb-aiming and air gunnery training schools.
Of these airfields, five lay in the Eastern province, that is at Port Elizabeth, Grahamstown, Port Alfred, Queenstown and East London. Established in Port Elizabeth under the command of Air Commodore Croake, RAF, 25 Group Headquarters controlled these units.
The construction of these schools brought much employment and prosperity to the chosen centres.
Hangars were erected, accommodation and messes were built. The necessary technical facilities were provided. Airfields were enlarged and im- Roofless buildings were re-roofed with immacualte thatch and the interiors renovated. Lecture rooms and an airfield control tower were built. The upgraded facilities provided for 50 students. Reviving the old wartime name, Davis called his new training school "43 Air School". It has become the largest private flying school in the Republic and a worthy sucessor of its wartime namesake.
Flying training schools of those years also served as a back-up for the coastal operational activities.
Most of these schools had reserve squadrons, identified by a "1" placed before the school designator, that is the operational portion of No.44 Air School (Grahamstown) was named NO.144 Reserve Squadron. These units took part in anti-submarine and limited convoy escort duties, armed with depth charges. This was in addition to their training function. With the advent of peace, these training schools were closed down in 1945. The RAF component returned to the United Kingdom and SA Air Force personnel were either demobilised of absorbed into the peace-time air force. Most of the airfields thus released became civilian fields serving their nearest towns. No.43 Air School was retained until 1952 as an air force base with the intention of establishing a maritime reconnaissance station. This did not materialise, so the buildings were left to deteriorate and the hangars moved to Pretoria, becoming part of the present 4 Air Depot. The airfield itself was used as an unattended landing ground for Port Alfred until the advent of Mr. Jim Davis and his flying school. At 44 Air School, buildings and hangars became an Army stores depot and an infantry training centre. The airfield became the Grahamstown civil field and the base of their flying club, revived in 1966, and of Albany Flying Services.
Post-World War II history became more mundane; the days of famous flyers and their records were largely in the past. Certain aircraft visits do however, deserve mention. On 8th April, 1945 "Aries", an Avro Lancaster bomber from the Empire Navigation School at Shawbury in the United Kingdom paid a visit to Port Elizabeth. After orbiting the city, it landed at St Albans.
Lancasters were the most famous of the RAF heavy bombers of World War II. These remarkable aircraft took part in renowned exploits such as the "Dambusters" raid on the Mohne and Eder dams in Germany. They also bore the brunt of the night bombardment of Europe. Although these aircraft could normally carry a warload of 14 000 Ibs, they were modified to carry the 1a-ton "Grand Slam" bomb and other specialised armament.
Another aircraft of the same family, the Avro York No. 4999anded
at St Albans in 1947. This was the liP aircraft of the Prime Minister's Flight used by Field Marshal J.C. Smuts on .nost of his overseas trips after mid-1944. It carried ,nany notables, including the Greek Royal family and high-ranking diplomats. I had the privilege of being a member of the flying crew of this aircraft, flying over 1150 hours in its spacious cockpit. The York was a derivative of the Lancaster, using its wing, undercarriage, tailplane and engines. An additional central fin was added to counteract the increased keel area offered by the deep square fuselage cross-section. Winston Churchill used the third York off the Avro production line, (RAF No. MW 103) . MW 107, renumbered 4999 by the SA Air Force, became the South African Prime Minister's personal aircraft.
I would like to thank Mrs. Mollye Wilson for her reminiscences of her father Horace Barnes, and for the use of her numerous newspaper cuttings about him and the Voisin aircraft. My thanks also go to the Cory Library of Rhodes University for research facilities and to Mr. Glen Harvey for his useful material. Mr. Ron Belling has been a great help in obtaining information, for which I thank him. I am indebted to many others for information and anecdotes. This little collection of information will, I hope, be of use to future researchers into the annals of aviation history.
